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Bringing Reading Strategies
to Life through Symbols
BY ANNE CARRILLO
A picture is worth a thousand words ...just as a symbol is worth the explanation of a reading strategy.

M

any learners today, whether a verbal (linguistic) learner or not, remember what they are taught
through visual symbols that connect learning with something tangible in their lives. These visual
symbols come in many forms. In our daily lives, we have many examples of how symbols connect our
learning. One example in my life is how my children (ages 7 and 4) remember which bathroom to go in at a
restaurant even though they can't yet read the words. It's simple; the picture of a person with a skirt on is the
symbol for girls and the other person represents boys. How do we know what liquids or what bottles are dangerous? How do we know when to stop the car while driving? On our clothing labels, how do symbols help us
when we are washing and drying? Example after example of symbols in our world represents different aspects
of our lives and learning. If symbols are so dominant in our society, why not transfer that into our classrooms
to help our diverse populations of learners?

To further the importance of symbolic teaching, I
teach reading comprehension strategies using symbols in Spanish to English speakers in an immersion
setting. The symbols solidify the meanings of the
strategies and can be helpful for ESL learners. When
students put a "face" to the word or name of the
strategy, then students are better able to get to know
the strategy. The reading comprehension strategies
are nothing new. These are common sense strategies
that we teach our students to support their reading
comprehension. Hopefully, by following these symbolic reading strategies, your students' monitoring of
their reading will come to life.

Introduction
to the Reading Strategies
As I was looking for different writing strategies
to teach my students, I came across a wonderful
book that associated each of the six traits of writing with a career. For example, the trait of Ideas
is associated with a scientist because he or she
must gather ideas and materials for experiments,
just as writers need to gather ideas for what they
are about to write. Since I thought that this way
of making connections to real life was important, I

implemented these ideas in my classroom this year,
and I was amazed at how my students responded.
They actually were remembering the names of the
six traits. Seeing my students' association from the
career to the trait made me realize that I can do that
same thing with reading strategies as well.
I came up with the idea of associating some career
with a reading comprehension strategy in order for
students to better internalize these strategies. My
hope is that by connecting the strategies in this way,
my students will be better able to independently lead
themselves in group discussions. By guiding them
to lead each other, they will better internalize what
they are learning within the group context.
I created posters that I put up in my classroom for
students (and me) to refer to when teaching/learning
reading comprehension strategies. (The posters are
in Spanish because I teach in a Spanish immersion
setting. All posters in the school are in Spanish.) I
also created bookmarks that students had at their
desks during reading time to help them remember
the strategies. Bookmarks act as quick reference
guides for students, especially when they are reading
in small groups or individually without an adult
leader.

Anne Carrillo teaches fourth
grade at Ada Vista Elementary in
Forest Hills Public Schools.

WINTER

2008, VoL. 40, No. 2

35

----------------------------------------------·BRINGING READING STRATEGIES TO LIFE

Reading Comprehension Strategy #1:
Mental Images (Movie Industry)
This reading strategy is so important to the basic
understanding of the different elements of the story.
In order to make a movie in your head, the reader
must know the setting, how the events unfold, and
how the characters are reacting to situations in the
story. If the students' movie is not "running inside
their mind," then understanding is not there. Now,
it is true that each "movie" will be different due to
the background knowledge of the reader, but a basic
understanding can be achieved.
There are activities that can foster these "mental
movies" that will help enrich the meaning of the
text. One activity is the actual drawing of a scene.
Confirmation of understanding the text depends on
the details of the drawing. Drawings can be a great
way to practice this strategy. This comparison fosters
a reader's appreciation for details and the change in
"picture" that takes place.

them to imagine what was going on in their heads
and tell me what was wrong with the picture they
saw. One student chimed in, "What picture?" Right
then I realized that their camera was "off," so I told
them to close their eyes and start picturing in their
minds what was going on just as if they were in the
movies. This prompted more discussion until they
collectively solved the mystery. It also allowed the
students to "see" the crime scene and then they were
better able to solve the mystery.

Reading Comprehension Strategy #2:
Schema/Background Knowledge
(Historian)
When schema is activated before, during and after
reading, then connections are made. Historians
make connections all the time to the past in order to
better understand the future. As competent readers,
we make connections all the time and we may not
even know that we are doing this. If we are aware,
then we can deepen our understanding of the text
and the characters as they j oumey through the story.
We will have a better understanding of the real
characters in non-fiction as we try to understand
their real-life stories.

An example of how mental images can help has happened in my classroom. We were reading mysteries
as a unit of study. I read aloud Encyclopedia Brown
mysteries to the class. They are short mysteries that
students can solve in one sitting. The students had
trouble trying to solve the short mysteries so I told
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Students have a natural tendency to want to "share"
their stories, especially when a speaker asks "Are
there any questions?" Instead of questions, speakers
often will get a flood of stories-commentaries of
what they share in common with the speaker. Usually we discourage this since the speaker may only
have a short time or the focus needs to be turned
over again to the speaker. We remember the story
better when we can connect, and we should do this
when reading. We also deepen meaning and understanding. A feeling of connectedness is what makes
a movie a definite "thumbs up" instead of just your
average movie. Teachers should guide students in
sifting through the connections that help in understanding and connections that don't. We all share
similar stories and, if it isn't similar to our own
story, we may end up learning something from it.

Reading Comprehension Strategy #3:
Asking Questions (Scientist)
Before a scientist begins an experiment, there is
a question that is asked and then information is
gathered to answer the question. Sometimes more
questions arise and the experiment continues. We
need to ask questions, gather information to answer
these questions, and at times, ask more questions.
Asking questions helps us understand the text and
deepen our thinking.

Of course, there are different types of questions.
Many times we ask the basic "in the text" questions such as: Who are the characters? What is the
setting? What are the events of the story? The real
"meaty" questions are ones that are implied and
the reader has to really think about to answer. An
example of this type of questioning happened after
reading The Skirt by Gary Soto. We already read the
book and did some basic discussion of vocabulary
and basic understanding of text, everything the
teacher's manual had suggested. Yearning for more
in-depth discussions, I asked one question: Was
Mi.ata (the main character) justified in how she
solved her problem? From that one question, we
discussed morality, friendship, integrity, justification
of wrongdoing, moral character, and the effects of
the absence of consequences for actions. If I had not
asked that question, we would have looked at the
book at face value and my students wouldn't have
questioned the actions of the characters in the book.
Just remember:there is power in one question!

Reading Comprehension Strategy #4:
Inferring (Detective)
Detectives look for clues in order to solve cases and
mysteries. Popular today are crime scene television
in which scientists act as detectives and look for
forensic clues to solve crimes. Detectives infer certain truths through the evidence and knowledge of
human behavior. We also infer different things in the
world around us: how a person feels by their facial
expressions, what a person is thinking in different
situations, or what instructions may mean-they
typically are poorly written!
We constantly look for clues to help our understanding and put the "case" together in order to fully
understand text. I always tell students that this is
not a guessing game, but one that requires thought
and insight. The word guess does not even appear
if you look up the word "infer" in a thesaurus. You
will find words like deduce or conclude. These
words all suggest that thought and analysis goes
into deducing what a word or part of a story might
mean. As good readers, we infer many things.
We infer the meaning of a word, the feelings of a
character, or the motive for certain actions. For
example, if a text reads "the mother held up her
finger and firmly stated to her daughter to go to her
room," we infer that the mother is upset with her
daughter and that the daughter is in trouble. We
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do this even though the text doesn't explicitly state
that the mother is upset or angry.

Of course, other reading strategies need to be
activated in order to put this strategy to the test. To
infer that the mother is angry, we must also have the
background knowledge of someone holding up their
finger to mean that they are angry. Also, we must
know that going to one's room is a form of punishment, so the daughter must be in trouble. We must
also have some idea of what "firmly" means. If our
mental image shows a happy face on the mother, we
may infer differently the feelings that the mother
has for her daughter at that time.

We are now in an age where we are bombarded with
information, much of which could be interesting but
totally irrelevant to what we really need to know.
We can get sidetracked with details that are not
necessary to what is really important. There are two
activities that I believe make this strategy work:
giving purpose and asking the burning question

Inferring is an important strategy that second
language learners must use on a daily basis.

Maybe giving purpose to what a student is reading
is by asking that burning question, but maybe not.
These both go hand-in-hand and are so important to
guide students through a text. There may be times
when one student thinks something is more important than does another student. By discussing the
burning questions each reader poses, students begin
to think about which details may be more important
than others.

Reading Comprehension Strategy #5:
Determining Importance (Doctor)

Reading Comprehension Strategy #6:
Synthesizing (Puzzle Maker)

Doctors must determine how to help their patients
by listening to the patient's symptoms. If doctors
fail to recognize important symptoms, a diagnosis
may not be made and the patient is at risk. We also
know that if a doctor sees only selected symptoms
and misdiagnoses a patient, that patient is at risk of
being wrongly medicated.

This strategy was the hardest for me to internalize,
therefore, it was the hardest for me to implement.
As a result, I had trouble even knowing how to
teach this strategy. It wasn't until I gave control of
the reading groups to the students and they found
synthesis on their own that I fully comprehended
this strategy. It is really very simple. We use
mental images to follow along with the story. We
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use background knowledge to better understand
the situations and characters of a story. We infer in
order to understand language and make predictions.
We determine importance so we have purpose when
we are reading, and we know what to internalize and
what to shrug off as "interesting, but not necessary."
We synthesize when we actually use the information
we gain from reading and apply it to our own lives.
It is what we end up taking away from our reading
that will stay with us for a lifetime. Synthesizing is
taking away the "moral of the story" and relating it
to our daily struggles and memories. When we finally
have all the pieces of the puzzle in place, we have the
final picture; we have synthesis.

As I considered my understanding of synthesis, I
was able to experience the "conversation" in my head
leading me to certc:!-in conclusions. I found that I kept
adding comments that connected my thinking of the
characters and situations to my own situation in
school. This helped me to form what I thought to be
the "moral" or lesson of the book. After discussing
the book Franklin with my students, I came away
with a new understanding of how the students felt
about clubs and how they used the "you can't say
you can't play" rule on the playground. Not only did
the book prompt my thinking, but it also evoked a
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conversation with my students that connected us in
a way that I wouldn't have understood before. Isn't
this why we have book clubs even as adults-for the
conversation and discussion to better our knowledge
of ourselves?

Reading Comprehension Strategy #7:
Fix-Up Strategies (Mechanic)
Who ends up fixing your car when it has problems?
For me, it is a mechanic. Any car owner is going to
need to fix it up at some point. The trick is finding a
good mechanic who will find the specific problem and
fix it correctly.

We need to be "mechanics" of our reading. We need
to realize when our reading doesn't make sense, and
then we need to fix it! Many students, throughout
my years of teaching, have been very fluent in their
reading. It amazes me the level these students have
reached in reading Spanish, as it is their second language. Yet there are always one or two students who
seem to be clueless when you want them to answer
questions. They have not activated or used one single
comprehension strategy; they just went through the
act of decoding. The blank stares often give me the
best clue to their lack of understanding!
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I had one student go through a whole book and half
of a discussion before realizing that he had misinterpreted the word "valiente" (Spanish word for valiant
or brave). He thought the word meant violent. The
whole time, he thought the main character was
violent, which drastically influenced his comprehension of the story.
This proves that we need to guide our students into
discussions that will verify their understandings and
then correct their misinterpretations! Discussions
will support students who have difficulty understanding and will clarify meaning for others.

Reading Comprehension Strategy #8:
Vocabulary: Words, Words, Words
(Artist)
Great painters take much care in their study of color,
lines, and depth perception to paint their masterpieces. The canvas becomes the backdrop for their
paintings to inspire those who admire them.
Authors use words to "paint" the message of the
story for readers to admire. We become part of the
story when the words are strong and precise. Words
provoke feeling and emotions from their readers.
Therefore, we must understand the words in order to
appreciate them. There are many ways to increase

knowledge of words and their meanings. We also
need to connect with these words in order to internalize them and truly understand them.
As we discussed the meaning of brave and scared, we
compared and contrasted these two words through
the actions of the characters in the book Brave Lion,
Scared Lion by Joan Stimson. These two characters
took us through the journey of looking at these words
and really understanding them. Words in context
of a story will bring the definition to life. We were
also able to connect with these words by discussing
experiences of being brave and looking at workers
who are brave on the job. We had an in-depth discussion of the differences between being brave and being
scared. The students concluded that brave is actually
when someone is scared but does the right thing. We
were then able to discuss this word again in another
of the Franklin books when Franklin had to go to the
hospital and be "brave."
Understanding words requires more than just looking them up in the dictionary or studying word cards.
We must experience these words and use them in
connection with our own experiences or the experiences of characters in the books we read.

Reading Comprehension Strategy #9:
Character Analysis (Judge)
A judge continually has to analyze people in order
to judge their actions ~nd come to a verdict. A judge
holds the future of the defendant in his or her hands.
A judge has to weigh evidence and take into consideration the actions of the defendant. This is a difficult
task considering a judge only has a short period to
analyze all of this ap.d then make the final decision.
We are the judges of the characters in a story. We
take the evidence of their character traits from
the text, and then we make decisions as to how we
think they are as characters. We can even relate to
them, or we can become detached. As we journey
through a story, we see their changes and we feel
their emotions. We watch as they grow as characters,
and sometimes we can even change with them. In
the end, we take away something from characters to
make them a part of us.
Judging characters can also make us more aware of
the people in our own lives and what they must be
going through. Although we mustn't make generalizations, we can begin to understand others through
a character's journey in a book.
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out, from their feelings to their character traits. The
events become pivotal to the unfolding of a performance. Whenever I cast for specific roles in the plays
I have written, I always consider the personalities
and dispositions of the students that will best match
the personality of the characters. I have even written a character to "fit" the personality of a student
knowing that the student would play the characte;
as I imagined it.

Reading Comprehension Strategy #10:
Expression (Drama)
In theater, the best actors are the ones who really
know their character well and can portray that
character as someone has scripted it. They study
their characters very closely in order to play them as
real as possible. If they don't, the character will not
be believable.
Whenever I have students read for me, especially
when I am using their reading for a measure of oral
reading fluency, I always comment on fluency and
expression. When I hear little or no expression, I
often wonder if the reader really understands the
story. When a student reads with expression, I have
an idea of how they are interpreting the characters,
their feelings, and the situation they are in as the
events unfold. Drama is a good way for students to
become involved in a story and to put themselves
into the "shoes" of the characters. For students to
prepare, they must think of many things before they
perform. They need to know the character inside and
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This strategy is the culmination of all of the other
comprehension strategies used together. It is a fun
way to bring to life the words on a paper and experience the message of the book. The readers' mental
images become real, their inferences are confirmed
their schema is activated to its fullest, they have '
already synthesized the whole piece, they determine
~hat is important to portray in their character, they
mterpret the words on the paper, and they judge
their character in how they are portrayed as the
drama unfolds. This is the best way to experience
reading comprehension!
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